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1 . Introduction 
Language learning always occurs in a social context that affects 
individuals in different ways (Goodman, 1988) . The recent phenomenon 
of wider acceptance of qualitative approaches has made research move 
toward a more balanced view of the social and personal nature of 
learning. Concurrently, however, the epistemological foundation of most 
social science inquiries in the 20th century has been logical positivism 
(Rudestam & Newion, 1992) . The notion of objectivity which is 
derived from natural sciences has been applied to social sciences in 
studying human beings by isolating phenomena and formulating 
mathematical laws to describe patterns in human nature. Likewise, in 
the 1960s, 1970s and much of the 1980s, quantitative experimental 
methods were favored in research in second language (L2) Iearning and 
teaching ~ohnson, 1992) . Davis (1995, p.428) also states that second 
language acquisition (SLA) researchers have generally adopted the 
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psychological research trend toward statistical analysis based on logical-
positivistic approaches. Thus, the experiment was valued as the best 
approach to research because it could establish cause-and-effect 
relationships. However, this often results in investigating social 
phenomena by controlling human and other contextual variables and 
manipulating the natural environment to gain reliable data and replicable 
findings. 
In this paper, I would like to present the position of qualitative 
research as a viable alternative to quantitative research and to discuss 
its strengths and importance in the field of SLA. 
2 . Qualitative Research in Language Learning 
In contrast to quantitative research such as statistical studies, 
qualitative research is generally supported by the interpretivist paradigm, 
which portrays a world in which reality is socially constructed, complex 
and ever-changing (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992) . Namely, qualitative 
researchers deal with socially constructed realities that are complex and 
regard their research task as coming to interpret how people in a social 
setting construct the world around them. Consequently, they avoid 
simplifying social phenomena with the assumption that social interaction 
is complex. In the field of SLA, researchers have offered an alternative 
view of acquisition as not only a mental process but also a sociocultural 
embodiment since language learning situations usually occur in more 
naturalistic and social environments. As a result, Johnson (1992, p.30) 
explains that attempts to describe the complex and interacting factors 
involved in the social and personal sides of language use and learning 
have allowed researchers to change their research methodologies to 
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examine these complexities more adequately. Although qualitative 
research had not been viewed as a major, rigorous approach to research 
in formal L2 classroom setting until more recently (Brown, 1988) , it 
has had a powerful impact and gained wider acceptance in SLA (Watson-
Gegeo, 1988 & van Lier, 1988) . 
To make interpretations of complex social phenomena, qualitative 
researchers must gain access to the multiple perspectives of the people, 
which makes them seek in-depth understanding of the individual in 
contextual situations. From this point of view, qualitative researchers 
take a holistic perspective in conducting research. In a holistic 
perspective, phenomena are understood in their entirety in order to 
develop a complete understanding of a person, program or situation. 
They also take actors' interpretation, or an emic perspective. That is, a 
qualitative study utilizes interviews, observations, and other forms of 
data collection for gaining an understanding of the actors' meaning for 
social actions. An emic perspective is involved in the concept of thick 
description, which Watson-Gegeo (1992, p.54) describes as "taking into 
account all relevant and micro and macro contextual influences that 
sta~d in a systematic relationship to the behavior or events one is 
attempting to explain." Thus, qualitative research embraces a holistic 
and theoretically-based research perspective. 
3. "Subjectivity" in Qualitative Research 
Nonetheless, because of the nature of qualitative research with its 
openness to the inherent complexity of social interaction, it can be 
sometimes characterized as "ungeneralizable" or "subJective." Lazaraton 
(1995) commented that generalizability is the most frequent cnticrsm 
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leveled against qualitative research. This implies that qualitative 
researchers tend to give up the issue of validity of research and seek 
for flexibility instead since they deal with multiple socially constructed 
realities which are unique and complex, not in a uniform picture. 
However, no research is unbiased or objective. A11 studies can be in 
danger of biased interpretations. For example, it is possible that some 
aspects of quantitative research are subjective in terms of the desigu of 
studies, creating the measures and interpreting the data. Besides, 
quantitative researchers such as Brown (2004) point out that the 
observations in qualitative research are often well planned and structured 
in their own ways. He also cites Porter's (1998) argument that the 
use of the term subjective and objective have become outdated. 
Moreover, researcher subjectivity and the criticism of qualitative 
studies can be reduced by a variety of data handling procedures and 
strategies. Davis (1992) states that just as with experimental or 
statistical research designs, qualitative methods can ensure credibility, 
transferability and dependability, which are originally proposed by Lincoln 
and Guba (1985) as alternatives to the terms from the quantitative 
research tradition: internal validity, external validity, and reliability. 
According to Denzin (1994) , credibility can be enhanced by using 
various combinations of strategies such as prolonged engagement, 
persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, negative case 
analysis, referential analysis and member checking. Glesne and Peshkin 
(1992) also state that the user of multiple-data-collection methods 
increase the trustworthiness of the data. As for transferability, Davis 
(1992, p.606) explains that the researcher is responsible for providing a 
" thick description " with enough detail so readers can determine for 
themselves if transferability is justified. Dependability can be improved 
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by using overlapping methods, stepwise replication and inquiry audits 
(Denzin, 1994) . In addition to the three concepts, Denzin (1994) 
points out that confirmability, which is analogous to objectivity in 
quantitative studies, can be improved through use of written field notes, 
memos, and audio-recording systems. 
4. Concluding Remarks 
SLA is complex and interdisciplinary; the interrelated nature of 
society, culture and language means that language learning obviously 
takes place in its sociocultural context. Therefore, in my perspective, 
greater use of qualitative methods in L2 research should be made in 
order to explore this naturalistic complex phenomenon of language 
learning. Although I agree that quantitative research plays just as 
important a role in SLA, paradigms different from the one in natural 
sciences should be utilized for different purposes of research especially 
in the field of SLA. That is, rather than following the trend of 
establishing 'scientific-ness' in the field of SLA by showing favoritism 
to quantitative research methodology, we should avoid simplifying or 
manipulating the complexity of social interaction and respect it by 
exploring and uncovering some of that complexity. Thereby, qualitative 
researchers are able to show the sensibility to social interactions and to 
make the complex social phenomena accessible to us by informing that. 
As is seen above, qualitative research is based on a solid foundation 
of theories, philosophy, methods and techniques in order to reduce any 
biases of research. With the strengths of qualitative studies which 
investigate specific features of a particular group, more recognition and 
attention should be directed toward qualitative methodology for a better 
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understanding of the social and cultural dimensions in SLA. 
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